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From:	   	   Bob	  Gedert,	  Department	  Director,	  Austin	  Resource	  Recovery	  	  

Date:	   	   June	  22,	  2015	  

Subject:	   Director’s	  Acceptance	  and	  Response	  to	  CB&I	  City-‐Serviced	  Residential	  Waste	  
Characterization	  Study	  

	   	   	  

Background	  

In	  order	  to	  track	  progress	  towards	  its	  Zero	  Waste	  goal	  and	  identify	  needs	  and	  opportunities	  for	  
diversion	  of	  particular	  materials,	   the	  Austin	  Resource	  Recovery	  Master	  Plan	   (December	  2011)	  
recommended	  that	  a	  waste	  characterization	  study	  be	  completed	  and	  then	  updated	  every	  five	  
years.	  Austin	  Resource	  Recovery	  (ARR)	  hired	  CB&I	  to	  conduct	  a	  field	  sorting	  study	  in	  September	  
and	  October	  2014	  to	  determine	  the	  composition	  of	  the	  curbside	  trash	  and	  recyclables	  collected	  
by	   ARR.	   The	   attached	   CB&I	   City-‐Serviced	   Residential	   Waste	   Characterization	   Study	   was	  
presented	  to	  Zero	  Waste	  Advisory	  Commission	  in	  May	  2015.	  	  

	  

Summary	  of	  Report	  Results	  

CB&I’s	  waste	  characterization	  study	  determined	  that	  a	  significant	  portion	  of	  the	  ARR-‐collected	  
trash	   stream	   is	   potentially	   recoverable	   and	   could	   be	   diverted	   from	   disposal	   by	   residents	  
through	  the	  curbside	  collection	  programs.	  The	  composition	  of	  the	  ARR-‐collected	  trash	  stream	  
by	  material	  class	  is	  shown	  in	  Figure	  11	  (page	  15	  of	  the	  study).	  Organics	  (including	  food	  wastes,	  
yard	   trimmings,	   wood,	   and	   other	   organic	   materials)	   comprise	   46%	   of	   the	   disposed	   waste	  
stream.	   Traditional	   recyclable	   materials	   (paper,	   plastics,	   metals,	   and	   glass)	   comprise	   an	  
additional	  44%	  of	  the	  disposed	  waste	  stream.	  	  

The	   CB&I	   City-‐Serviced	   Residential	   Waste	   Characterization	   Study	   offers	   a	   stark	   view	   of	   the	  
“waste”	  discarded	   into	  the	  residential	   trash	  carts.	  Of	   the	  residential	   trash	  sent	   to	   the	   landfill,	  
44.8%	  is	  recyclables	  and	  46.3%	  is	  organics.	  This	  study	  demonstrates	  that	  90%	  of	  what	  is	  sent	  to	  
the	  landfill	  can	  be	  diverted	  toward	  recycling	  and	  organic	  composting.	  	  CBI	  offered	  the	  following	  
recommendations	  for	  action.	  I	  have	  provided	  the	  recommendation	  in	  black,	  and	  my	  response	  in	  
italics.	  	  

	  

Report	  Recommendations	  

CB&I	  provides	  a	  number	  of	  recommendations	  for	  near-‐term	  implementation	  that	  may	  increase	  
diversion	  cost-‐effectively:	  	  
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1. Continue	  customer	  education.	  Ensuring	  customers	  are	  aware	  of	  the	  materials	  that	  may	  
be	  diverted	  and	  of	  proper	  preparation	  of	  recyclable	  materials	  is	  essential	  to	  every	  waste	  
diversion	  program.	  The	  trash	  sort	  indicated	  that	  nearly	  one-‐third	  of	  the	  disposed	  waste	  
stream	   consists	   of	   materials	   that	   are	   currently	   accepted	   in	   the	   curbside	   collection	  
program	  (cardboard,	  newsprint,	  mixed	  paper,	  HDPE	  and	  PET	  plastics,	  aluminum,	  ferrous	  
metal,	   glass	   bottles/jars,	   and	   yard	   trimmings),	   supporting	   the	   need	   for	   continued	  
education.	  	  

Director	  Response:	  ARR’s	  I	  Want	  to	  Be	  Recycled	  Campaign	  is	  designed	  to	  address	  these	  
concerns.	  The	  results	  of	  this	  study	  have	  been	  discussed	  with	  staff,	  and	  a	  new	  incentive	  
outreach	   campaign	   is	   being	   designed	   and	  will	   roll-‐out	   in	   November	   2015	   on	   America	  
Recycles	  Day.	  	  

2. Perform	  an	  analysis	  of	  diversion	  rates	  on	  a	  route	  basis	  throughout	  the	  City.	  Reviewing	  
diversion	   and	   disposal	   tonnages	   and	   assessing	   the	   level	   of	   participation	   in	   curbside	  
programs	  on	  an	  individual	  route	  basis	  can	  assist	  in	  identifying	  particular	  areas	  of	  the	  City	  
in	  which	  diversion	  is	  lowest.	  This	  can	  allow	  for	  the	  development	  and	  implementation	  of	  
targeted	  outreach	  and	  education	  efforts,	  beyond	   the	  broad-‐based	  education	  provided	  
currently.	  	  

Director	  Response:	  ARR	  staff	  have	  reviewed	  the	  data	  from	  routes,	  and	  have	  summarized	  
the	   information	   per	   Council	   District.	   Weak	   areas	   have	   been	   identified,	   and	   targeted	  
outreach	   is	  being	  designed	  to	  address	  the	   low	  diversion	  areas.	   In	  addition	  to	  targeting	  
certain	  areas,	  it	  should	  be	  noted	  that	  “diversion”	  is	  weak	  city-‐wide,	  and	  as	  such,	  a	  city-‐
wide	  approach	  is	  also	  necessary.	  	  

3. Expand	   access	   to	   curbside	   organics	   collection	   services	   to	   increase	   diversion	   of	   food	  
waste	  from	  disposal.	  Food	  waste,	  as	  the	  single	  largest	  component	  of	  the	  disposed	  waste	  
stream,	   represents	   an	   opportunity	   for	   a	   substantial	   increase	   in	   diversion	   if	   collection	  
service	  is	  provided	  to	  more	  households.	  	  

Director	   Response:	   The	   current	   budget	   proposal	   before	   City	   Council	   includes	   the	   five-‐
year	   roll-‐out	  of	  enhanced	   residential	   curbside	  organics	   collection.	  The	  organics	   roll-‐out	  
schedule	  is	  from	  2016	  through	  2020.	  	  

4. Review	  existing	  contracts	  with	  recycling	  and	  composting	  facilities	  and	  identify	  incentives	  
to	   increase	   diversion	   that	   may	   be	   included	   in	   the	   next	   contract.	   By	   incentivizing	  
processing	   facilities	   to	   accept	   additional	   types	   and/or	   quantities	   of	   material,	   more	  
components	  of	  ARR’s	  waste	  stream	  may	  be	  targeted	  for	  diversion.	  	  

Director	  Response:	   This	   study	  did	  not	  observe	  or	   recommend	  new	   items	   to	  add	   to	   the	  
recycling	   blue	   cart.	   In	   fact,	   the	   study	   reconfirmed	   that	   the	   recyclables	   currently	   being	  
landfilled	  are	  also	   currently	  accepted	  by	   the	   two	   recycling	  processors.	   The	  City	  and	   its	  
recycling	   processors	   are	   discussing	   additional	   materials	   to	   the	   current	   processing	  
agreements.	   However,	   the	   largest	   quantity	   gains	   will	   be	   from	   increased	   use	   of	   the	  
recycling	  blue	  carts	  with	  the	  current	  list	  of	  recyclables.	  	  

5. Investigate	   recycling	   options	   for	   bulk	   items	   which	   are	   currently	   disposed,	   such	   as	  
furniture	   and	   mattresses.	   These	   items	   are	   currently	   sent	   to	   the	   landfill	   for	   disposal.	  
While	  reuse	  options	  for	  furniture	  and	  mattresses	  that	  have	  been	  set	  out	  on	  the	  curb	  for	  
collection	  are	  likely	  not	  feasible,	  recycling	  options	  may	  exist	  within	  the	  marketplace	  to	  
divert	  them	  from	  disposal.	  	  
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Director	  Response:	  ARR	  is	  currently	  redesigning	  the	  previous	  material	  recovery	  facility	  in	  
southeast	  Austin	  into	  a	  reuse	  and	  recycling	  collection	  program	  for	  appliances,	  bulk	  items	  
and	  hard	  to	  recycle	  items.	  The	  new	  collection	  program	  will	  launch	  in	  the	  fall	  of	  2015.	  	  

6. Implement	   a	   textiles	   collection	   program.	   The	   2011	   Master	   Plan	   recommended	  
conducting	   a	   pilot	   textiles	   collection	   program	   during	   FY2014,	   which	   has	   not	   been	  
implemented	   to	  date.	   In	  addition	   to	  providing	  an	  outlet	   for	   reuse,	   contractors	   serving	  
these	  programs	  also	  have	  recycling	  options	  for	  textiles	  that	  cannot	  be	  reused.	  	  

Director	  Response:	  Textiles	  collection	  is	  being	  explored	  by	  staff.	  Although	  textiles	  cannot	  
be	   added	   to	   the	   blue	   cart,	   a	   separate	   collection	   network	   is	   being	   explored.	   ARR	   staff	  
anticipate	  a	  textile	  collection	  program	  to	  be	  added	  in	  2017.	  	  

	  

Longer	  Term	  Recommendations	  

In	   the	   longer	   term,	   the	   CBI	   recommends	   consideration	   and	   further	   evaluation	   of	   the	  
following;	  	  

1. Implement	   a	   ban	   on	   yard	   trimmings	   in	   trash.	   If	   education	   efforts	   do	   not	   result	   in	  
decreased	  yard	  trimmings	  in	  the	  disposed	  waste	  stream,	  the	  City	  may	  consider	  passing	  
an	  ordinance	  to	  ban	  yard	  trimmings	  in	  trash.	  	  

Director	  Response:	   A	   ban	   is	   not	   being	   considered	  at	   this	   time;	   however	   it	   is	   a	   tool	   to	  
utilize	   if	   necessary.	   A	   ban	   requires	   city	   council	   action	   to	   establish	   enforcement	  
procedures	  and	  fines.	  These	  actions	  will	  not	  be	  considered	  until	  the	  city-‐wide	  roll-‐out	  of	  
the	  organics	  program	  is	  complete	  and	  measured	  for	  effectiveness.	  	  

2. Provide	   recycling	   collection	   service	   every	   week.	   With	   recyclables	   currently	   collected	  
every	  other	  week,	  some	  households	  may	  fill	  their	  recycling	  container	  to	  capacity	  before	  
their	  collection	  day	  or	   forget	   to	  place	   their	  container	  at	   the	  curb	   for	  collection	  on	  the	  
proper	   week.	   Increasing	   the	   frequency	   of	   recyclables	   collection	   may	   increase	   the	  
quantity	  of	  material	   segregated	   for	   recycling.	  ARR	  will	  need	   to	  evaluate	   the	  collection	  
cost	   increase	   relative	   to	   the	   economic	   and	   environmental	   benefits	   of	   increased	  
diversion	  of	  recyclables	  from	  the	  landfill	  if	  this	  recommendation	  is	  considered	  further.	  	  

Director	   Response:	   Collecting	   recyclable	   weekly	   is	   being	   considered	   for	   2017.	   The	  
current	   collected	   volume	   of	   recyclables	   does	   not	   justify	   weekly	   frequency;	   however	   I	  
agree	  with	   the	  authors	  of	   this	   study	   that	   recycling	  collection	  will	   likely	   increase	  with	  a	  
weekly	  collection	  cycle.	  	  

3. Provide	   trash	   collection	   every	   other	   week.	   The	   Texas	   Commission	   on	   Environmental	  
Quality	   (TCEQ)	   rules	   require	   that	   waste	   containing	   putrescible	  materials	   (i.e.,	   organic	  
wastes)	  to	  be	  collected	  at	  least	  once	  per	  week.	  In	  order	  to	  reduce	  the	  frequency	  of	  trash	  
collection	  to	  less	  than	  once	  per	  week,	  in	  accordance	  with	  TCEQ	  rules,	  putrescible	  wastes	  
must	   not	   be	   present.	   If	   the	   City	   implements	   a	   ban	   on	   organics	   in	   trash,	   and	   if	   the	  
ordinance	   is	   adequately	   enforced	   and	   households	   properly	   manage	   organic	   wastes,	  
then	  a	  switch	  to	  every	  other	  week	  collection	  of	  trash	  may	  be	  possible.	  	  

Director	   Response:	   This	   reduction	   in	   trash	   collection	   is	   being	   considered	   for	   2025	   or	  
thereafter.	  The	  city-‐wide	  roll-‐out	  of	  organics	  collection	  must	  be	  fully	   implemented,	  and	  
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effectively	  capturing	  as	  much	  food	  waste	  as	  possible	  before	  the	  City	  can	  petition	  TCEQ	  
for	  every-‐other	  week	  trash	  collection.	  	  


